Opto – the quiet revolution  by Szweda, Roy
About the time of its inception, the laser was
said to be an invention looking for an application
or a solution looking for a problem. It was less
difficult when the first commercial laser diodes
came along. Even so, few would have been able
to predict just how pervasive lasers and related
optoelectronics components have become.
Andrew Fletcher, publisher of a new report on
the semiconductor optoelectronic component
market, says: "Of course the main drivers in
this market will continue to be data storage,
lighting and telecom, but great strides have
been made in industrial applications over the
past few years. Collectively, the opto device 
sector alone will be close to the US$25bn level
within five years. Advances in the commerciali-
sation of solid-state lighting and data storage,
plus a revival in fibre optic communications,
should ensure it remains one of the main con-
tributors to the global electronics industry.”
Worldwide, the total market for semiconductor
optoelectronic components was estimated to
be US$9bn in 2003. Meanwhile, this year mate-
rials and equipment used in the manufacture of
opto components exceeded the billion dollar
mark for the first time.
“We can expect more exciting developments so
there is no way the opto market is ever going
to completely run out of steam. Already some
impressive industry-wide changes have come
about thanks in part to the availability of new
photonics devices and their being available in
the kind of packages which suit the manufac-
turing environment. On the one side you have
emitters such as laser and LEDs being used to
effect and monitor processes. At the other,
photonics offer practical solutions to detection
of hazards as well as improved efficiencies and
therefore material wastage and pollution.”
Today, there can hardly be a system which in one
form or another does not rely on optoelectronics
at some stage. In fact, as readers will be all to
well aware, opto-based systems like in situ 
monitors, are helping improve the performance
of opto devices. More and more, lasers and de-
tectors are becoming essential tools in MBE and
MOCVD. For R&D and production monitoring epi
growth and measuring the characteristics of fin-
ished devices is often the only way to  proceed.
Moreover, thanks to new devices, new wave-
lengths in the spectrum are being opened up -
as by the violet laser - so there will soon be
devices for every possible application.
Combining devices enable multi-wavelength
response and hence multi-function instruments
to aid diagnostics and chemical analysis,
The industrial applications sector should increase
to US$2.1 bn by 2008, where it will represent
over 9% of the market. While opto components
for industrial applications must be competitively
priced they must provide high performance reli-
ably and reproducibly, often for long periods of
time. Examples include detectors for process
monitoring, and optocouplers are very popular in
industrial controls and manufacturing, while high
brightness LEDs are finding broad application in
illumination and information display.
Less certain factors likely to impact the busi-
ness may be lack of capacity for certain types
of components. Because of the closure of man-
ufacturing lines, reduced availability of parts
may serve to harden prices. Thus any market
valuation may well be larger without a signifi-
cant rises in shipments. Of course, the industry
is hoping for fatter margins - something that
has long been scarce in most quarters, whatev-
er the market forecast.
*Optoelectronics: A Strategic Study of the
Worldwide Semiconductor Optoelectronic
Component Industry to 2008 published by
Reed Electronics  Research, Tel: (0) 1235
868811.  Website: www.rer.co.uk
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Opto - the quiet revolution
Opto components have been responsible for
a quiet revolution in manufacturing and
related processes: low power confers porta-
bility, new wavelengths are filling the gaps
in the spectrum. A new edition of a market
report* from a UK-based company provides
much evidence of how photonics are not only
improving existing processes, but also help-
ing innovate new ones, over a wide range of
industries.
Roy Szweda,
Associate Editor
